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On Aug. 22-24, the 14-member Rio Group held its 11th annual presidential summit in Asuncion,
Paraguay. Among the agreements reached at the meeting were unanimous objections to several
US policies toward Latin America, plus a renewed commitment to strengthen regional economic
integration. The meeting demonstrated that the Group is still an effective forum for political
dialogue, offering a space for the discussion of bilateral and multilateral issues. The Rio Group,
which comprises South America's 10 Spanish- and Portuguese-speaking countries plus Mexico,
Panama, and rotating representatives from Central America and the Caribbean, is the only group
made up exclusively of Latin American and Caribbean nations. "This is the only forum we Latin
Americans have left," summit host President Carlos Wasmosy of Paraguay said.
Mexican diplomats said that separate top-level meetings of the MERCOSUR, Andean Community,
and Group of Three trade blocs during the summit showed that the Rio Group offers "a clear
balance between subregional activities and the regional political context." Just before the presidents
began their meeting, the foreign ministers approved convening a summit of 32 Latin American and
Caribbean nations with the European Union (EU) in 1999.
Cuba will be invited to attend, despite the Rio Group's "democratic clause," which conditions
participation to countries with a democratic form of government. Paraguay's Foreign Minister
Ruben Melgarejo said the European Union had specifically asked that Cuba be invited. Focus
on democracy, globalization, & relations with US Among the central themes of the summit,
the presidents discussed the defense of democracy, economic integration, globalization, the
environment, development policies, and poverty.
Much of the meeting also focused on the military balance of power in the region, and on Latin
America's relations with the US. The presidents devoted special attention to the US's HelmsBurton law, which was approved in 1996. The law, which tightens the decades-old US embargo
against Cuba, has complicated US-Latin America relations because it threatens sanctions against
foreign companies that use property confiscated from naturalized US citizens after the 1959 Cuban
Revolution. Many Latin American countries, including Brazil and Mexico, have extensive business
ties with the Caribbean island and are thus vulnerable to such sanctions.
Among other things, the presidents also agreed on the importance of a permanent Latin American
seat on the UN Security Council, if it is expanded. Still, no agreement was reached on what Latin
American country should occupy the seat or how that decision should be made. Argentina and
Brazil have been at odds over the Security Council seat, with the former suggesting it should rotate
among the nations of the region and the latter wanting to occupy the post itself (see accompanying
article in this issue).
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Final declaration criticizes US
Before adjourning the meeting, the regional leaders signed a joint declaration in which they rejected
"unilateral" actions by US President Bill Clinton's administration. The declaration stressed that
such measures as the Helms- Burton Law, the US's ongoing human-rights evaluations of Latin
American countries, the process of "certifying" that nations are collaborating in the fight against
drug trafficking, and the US's unilateral criteria in environmental matters all contribute to "eroding
friendship and cooperation" in the hemisphere.
In addition, the Rio Group agreed to: * work together when negotiating the Free Trade of the
Americas (FTAA); * maintain the Group's role as a forum for dealing with regional political affairs;
* support the expansion of the UN Security Council; and * consolidate economic integration by
strengthening and broadening the bilateral and multilateral trade blocs that have formed in the
region. Finally, despite recent political tensions among Argentina, Chile, and Brazil, those three
countries concurred that MERCOSUR is a "key element" in promoting political, economic, and
social development in Latin America, especially in the Southern Cone. [Sources: Associated Press,
Spanish news service EFE, 08/23/97; Reuter, 08/22-24/97; Inter Press Service, 08/20-22/97, 08/25/97;
Clarin (Argentina), El Nuevo Herald, 08/25/97]
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